The Internet is a relatively new phenomenon whose value has yet to be proven in an academic research environment. Many scholars remain sceptical of its uses beyond entertainment and the supply of general information. Through the example of historical research, this paper attempts to reveal both the present limitations and future scope of the new technology. Through the example of historical research, this paper attempts to reveal both the present limitations and future scope of the new technology.
Introduction
The Internet is a phenomenon which has gained widespread recognition in a relatively short period of time. The term `Surfing the Internet' is a highly popular metaphor employed in the media and among computer buffs, apparently having first been used in its present context by American Jean Armour Polly in 1992, 2 though surfing analogies had been applied to various aspects of computing and information technology prior to this. It is also a typically Australian way of describing a decidedly non-physical activity which, like its more strenuous counterpart, takes us on a journey in which we are at the mercy of the elements, be they natural or electronic. Surfers, whether on board, ski, or as body-surfer, catch waves certain of one thing only, namely that they will ultimately end up on the beach. The process of getting there is dependent upon the forces of nature (i.e. the surf) and the skills of the individual. Likewise, `Surfing the Internet' is an adventure into the unknown, fraught with trepidation and danger for the inexperienced. One is liable to take a direction which is unforeseen and uncontrollable, 2 until finally `thrown up upon the beach' at a desirable or satisfactory destination.
Alternatively, one can find oneself 'dumped' by the computer. Whilst `Surfing the Internet' may be just as exhilarating (intellectually speaking) as catching a wave, do not expect to emerge from the encounter looking like a `bronzed Aussie', for in reality the majority of Internet surfers are pale-faced and bleary eyed.
The point of this analogy between the physical act of surfing -which is so much a part of the culture of urban Australia -and the intellectual process of `Surfing the Internet', is that we should only look upon the latter with as much dread as we would in taking those first steps into icy waters during late spring or early summer. As any surfer will tell you, no matter how cold and difficult those steps may be, the experience is usually an invigorating one. In recent years reduced budgets, together with increasing maintenance costs, have forced libraries and archives to develop external regional and global alliances. Rather than continuing to apply limited resources to building comprehensive collections, they have developed specialised collection policies in order to acquire materials within defined areas. It has therefore become more important than ever to publicise such collections among the different collecting institutions. This has been greatly assisted in the past decade by the advent of networked online catalogues, with a catalogue in one institution now easily accessible off-site. Researchers such as historians are thus no longer limited to in-house card catalogues or published guides in their search for information; they instead have the world at their fingertips, via external library catalogues and assorted online databases and resources available on the Internet. In effect, they are making use of a world-wide 'virtual library'.
Hours could be spent describing and defining aspects of the Internet, from its history, organisation and operation, to language protocols and points of access. Simply put, the Internet is a network of computer networks -a telephone system with information (as opposed to individuals) at the end of the line. To gain access we `dial-up' the Internet address, or URL (which is equivalent to the traditional telephone number, though usually composed of letters as opposed to numbers), and a computer with information will answer our call. The information it provides can be in the form of words, pictures, and/or sound. In the current online environment, historians are primarily interested in textual resources, though images are also useful, especially as teaching aids.
Currently users may gain free access to the Internet from a university campus (as a student or staff member) or as an employee of a company or business similarly connected. They may also pay to access the Internet from home through a commercial service provider. This involves an investment in the necessary hardware -a computer and modem -and software, as well as subscription charges to the provider. Internet service providers are found in most capital cities in Australia and regional centres. A cheaper way to access the Internet would be through a public access site, such as a public library or Internet cafe, but as yet few such sites are available, though this will no doubt change in the future. 5 Once access has been gained, individuals can use the Internet in a variety of ways.
The Internet as Communication System
Electronic mail (e-mail) is a popular way for historians to communicate, and having an
Internet account is one means of accessing an e-mail system. The speed with which one can send and receive mail with this system enhances communication and, in addition, it is possible to attach files just as one would enclose items with regular letters. A file might be a conference announcement with application form to be completed and returned by email, or it may be a draft journal article seeking comment from a colleague. E-mail has been called "the best thing about the Internet", 6 in that it allows one to send a message around the world and to receive an answer moments later. There is little argument about its general benefits.
9 Using Netscape's bookmarking facility is an effective way to ensure that useful web sites are saved for future visits. 
Issues for Historians
Seasoned WWW browsers will have experienced some of or all of the problems inherent in the system. One of these is traffic congestion which slows down access to sites, or may prevent connection during peak use periods.
Australian users can overcome this to some extent by accessing the Internet at times outside of United States and European daylight hours. Frustration also occurs when web sites 'disappear', addresses change, or documents are not updated. This, along with an apparent lack of organisation of information on the Internet (due to its vastness and recent uncontrolled growth), can lead to a lot of wasted time and effort for little result.
New improved search engines are helping to overcome this.
There has also been much debate about the quality of information on the Internet, however as the World Wide Web is a relatively new phenomenon, this issue will hopefully be addressed with further improvements in technology and wider involvement by the research community. Academics, the teaching fraternity, and researchers will no doubt make increasing use of the Internet's information and resources for their research and teaching programs, whilst sharing its facilities with those who prefer to use it for business, pleasure or entertainment. 
